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A federal judge placed Argentina's former President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999) under
provisional house arrest on June 7 as part of an ongoing investigation into illegal arms sales during
Menem's administration. Menem, who began his presidency by pardoning the former military
leaders who had been tried and convicted of human rights abuses during the 1976-1983 dictatorship,
now stands accused of the common crime of heading an "illicit association" that arranged and
profited from the arms sales. The arms-smuggling investigation began in 1995, and 46 people have
already been indicted.
Between 1991 and 1995, Argentina sold 6,500 tons of arms that were officially destined for Panama
and Venezuela but ended up in Croatia and Ecuador. The sales violated international bans on arms
sales in place at the time (see NotiSur, 2001-04-27). Prosecutors and Judge Jorge Urso moved quickly
to subpoena Menem and other high-ranking members of his administration after a Federal Appeals
Court on April 4 upheld the indictments of several top ministers in Menem's government on fraud
charges and asked that they also be investigated on the more serious charge of illicit association.
Menem, who heads the now-opposition Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ), is the first former
president in Argentina's history to be charged with a common crime. His arrest thwarted his
honeymoon plans with former Chilean beauty queen Cecilia Bolocco, whom he married May 26.
On June 1, Judge Urso denied Menem's request to travel to Syria for a honeymoon. Syria does not
have an extradition treaty with Argentina. At the request of state prosecutor Carlos Stornelli, Judge
Urso first ordered Menem to appear in court on July 13, but the date was unexpectedly moved up
to June 7, which his lawyers tried unsuccessfully to postpone. When he arrived in court, Menem
handed Judge Urso a 13- page statement declaring his innocence but refused to answer questions
from the judge. Urso then informed Menem of his arrest. Menem benefits from a law allowing
people over 70 to be detained at home rather than in jail. He chose the luxurious country home of a
friend near Buenos Aires.
"The best defense in cases as grave as this is silence," said Oscar Roger, one of Menem's lawyers,
following his arrest. "No one is obliged to testify and that does not create the presumption of
responsibility. An accused must be proven guilty."
The judge has 10 days to decide whether to formally charge Menem. If ultimately charged and
convicted, he could face a sentence of three to 10 years. Menem implicates US On television before
his arrest, Menem suggested that the US knew of the operation to help Croatia in the early 1990s. US
officials have denied any connection to the case.
Lawyer Ricardo Monner Sans, who has pushed the case against Menem, is convinced the US was
involved. He said it is "impossible that the sale of arms to Croatia could have happened without US
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encouragement at an informal level or without it giving an OK. It seems that Washington found in
Menem someone to act as the third party in the deal." But Monner said even if the US had entrusted
this "dirty deed" to Menem who bragged of being Washington's number-one Latin American ally it
would not justify setting up shell companies for laundering the million-dollar commissions from the
illegal arms deals.
Stornelli has requested help from the US Justice Department in tracing the money trail from the
arms sales, but his seven requests that banking records be opened have gone unanswered. Menem
is latest in string of arrests Menem's arrest is the latest of several relating to the arms scandal that
began with the arrest of his former aide and former brother-in-law Emir Yoma on April 7. Yoma is in
a federal jail awaiting trial. Luis Sarlenga, former controller at the state-run Fabricaciones Militares,
is also charged in the case but is currently free on bail. Yoma was arrested after Sarlenga named him
as being among those responsible for the illegal weapons deals. Justice officials are investigating
reports that Yoma collected a US$400,000 commission for the arms operations. Statements from
several people, including Yoma's former private secretary Lourdes Di Natale, indicate that Yoma is
the holder of bank accounts bearing the names of shell companies based in Montevideo, Uruguay.
Sarlenga said he deposited money from the arms deals in those accounts. Another accused
participant, former defense minister Antonio Erman Gonzalez, implicated Domingo Cavallo in the
arms scandal in his testimony on April 4 and April 10. Cavallo served in Menem's Cabinet in the
early 1990s and is now economy minister. Cavallo has insisted he had nothing to do with the arms
sales.
On May 23, Judge Julio Speroni ordered Gonzalez arrested on the charge of "aggravated
smuggling," a crime that carries a mandatory prison term of four to 12 years. In addition, Speroni
imposed a million-dollar freeze on Gonzalez's assets. He was the first former Cabinet minister
to be detained. Former army chief retired Gen. Martin Balza was called to testify June 6 rather
than June 13 as originally scheduled. But before the interrogation began, Judge Urso told Balza
that he was under arrest for his alleged participation in organizing an illicit association for arms
trafficking. Balza, widely respected in Argentina for a historic apology in 1995 for the army's role
in human rights crimes during the 1976-1983 dictatorship, was taken to an army jail at the Campo
de Mayo barracks outside Buenos Aires. Balza has repeatedly said that the army had no ties with
Fabricaciones Militares, the arms manufacturer that produced the munitions sent to Ecuador and
Croatia.
"While the soldiers and I were proudly serving as the armed branch of foreign policy for the sake of
peace, and boasting about our impartiality, my country sold weapons to one of the warring bands,"
Balza said. But Sarlenga testified that Balza was aware of the transactions.

Other testimony ties Menem to sales
On May 21, Esteban Caselli, who held several positions in Menem's administration, testified in
writing to Judge Urso that Menem personally asked him to intercede with the Defense Ministry to
keep Sarlenga as controller at Fabricaciones Militares. Menem's ex-wife Zulema Yoma appeared in
court May 23 to testify before Judge Urso. She has said that their son, Carlos, told her details of the
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arms sales shortly before he was killed in a helicopter crash in 1995. She contends that his death was
not an accident and was tied to the arms scandal.
Former foreign minister Guido di Tella admitted on May 24 that illegal activities were carried out
"by criminals who tarnished the foreign policy of Argentina." But he insisted that the administration
did not know what was happening.

Menem's brother says he is political prisoner
The Alianza coalition government of President Fernando de la Rua hailed the arrest as a sign
that the Argentine legal system was finally acting independently. The image of the justice system
plummeted during Menem's time in office. He even expanded the number of justices on the
Supreme Court to maintain a majority who supported him. Naming federal judges with personal
ties to the government, some of whom received illegal bonuses, contributed to an image of injustice.
De la Rua said Menem's arrest was a dramatic event but would not destabilize the country. "This
is a monumental event because it has to do with the nation's ex-president," said de la Rua. "But
in no way does this mean...that our politicians or institutions will stop working. It shows that the
courts' independence is respected in our country." Five days after Menem was put under house
arrest, his family called him "the first political prisoner in democratic times." "He has been jailed on
totally insane charges of illicit association," said the former president's brother Eduardo, a leading
PJ senator.
Menem's nephew Adrian, a deputy, accused Urso of acting on orders of the government something
the government emphatically denies. "Urso's actions obey what I believe to be the active
participation of the government," said Adrian Menem. Meanwhile, Urso has begun probing the
family's finances, looking for the money allegedly paid for the arms but never found in the state
treasury. Political analysts predict that Menem's arrest and probable lengthy legal challenges will
allow a new generation of governors to take over the party founded by Gen. Juan Domingo Peron
half a century ago.

-- End --
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